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Lakoff 和 Johnson 的概念隐喻理论和多模态系统，提出了隐喻手势的分类方法，
探讨了手势和言语在隐喻表征过程中的关系。 





























    Based on the Conceptual Metaphor Theory of Lakoff and Johnson, this thesis 
attempts to investigate metaphors expressed in gestures. Through the quantitative and 
qualitative studies of a lecture on linguistics, the use of gestures in expressing 
metaphors are observed and analyzed. It is found that metaphors as cross-domain 
mappings in the conceptual system are in fact modality-independent. And gestures as 
one modality of metaphoric representation are by no means simple illustrations or 
replication of verbal metaphors. In fact, they re-actualize subconsciously our 
physically experienced process of attaining the abstract. Thus the study of gestures 
can provide insights into the metaphoric conceptualization of abstract ideas.  
    The discourse that this thesis tries to analyze is a lecture on linguistics. Though 
there is research in China on gestures performed by teachers in class, none has studied 
gestures from the perspective of cognitive linguistics, metaphor in particular. 
Therefore, by drawing on the Conceptual Metaphor Theory proposed by Lakoff and 
Johnson as well as integrating the system of multimodality, a classification scheme for 
metaphoric gestures is presented, and the relationship between gestures and words in 
the process of metaphoric representation is discussed. 
    The thesis argues that Lakoff and Johnson failed to consider modalities other 
than words when they first put forward the conceptual metaphor theory. Therefore, 
their classification of metaphors as ontological, orientational and structural ones is in 
fact the classification of metaphoric words. It’s necessary to explore whether the 
classification scheme abstracted from metaphoric words are also applicable to 
metaphoric gestures. Since metaphors can be manifested in both gestures and words, 
the relationship between metaphoric gestures and words are explored. It is found that 
gestures and words may work together to express the same metaphor. They share one 
source and target domain in the conceptual mapping process. They may also be 















same target domain. In addition, there are cases where source and target domain of a 
metaphor does not necessarily co-present in multimodalities. Gestures may be the 
only modality in which a metaphor is represented, so are words. To unpack the 
metaphor represented in gestural, verbal or gestural-verbal compounds, one needs to 
refer to the contextual features, spatial elements as well as the knowledge of linguistic 
theories.  
    The research is expected to enlighten the successive researchers to re-inspect 
Conceptual Metaphor Theory in the kinetic domain of gestures and in the context of 
linguistic lecture. Hopefully, it can offer insights into the study of metaphoric gestures 
and its relationship with the accompanying words. 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
    The study of metaphor in the traditional works of Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999) 
and Lakoff (1987, 1993) holds that metaphor exists when there are conceptual mappings 
between domains. Scholars with various academic backgrounds have shown that 
metaphor, as a form of peoples’ conceptualization of the world, not only shows itself 
in the single modality of speech, but makes itself available in other modalities such as 
gestures, pictures, music and so on (Edwards and Janis, 1997; Forceville, 1996, 2008; Forceville 
and Urios-Aparisi, 2009). The booming of multimodal phenomenon in cognitive 
linguistics has propelled the research on gesture studies. Gesture, which is termed as 
any willful bodily movement in a broad sense, is found to constitute metaphoric 
expressions as well (Muller and Cienki, 2008). This thesis adopts the definition of 
metaphoric gestures proposed by Cienki (2008: 16): “any time a gesture is made when 
there is not a concrete referent in the given context, the gesture is metaphoric simply 
by virtue of representing an ontological metaphor, showing something abstract as 
concrete.” The involvement of two conceptual domains is just like that of the 
metaphoric spoken language. As spoken language reveals the aural/oral modality, 
gestures demonstrate the visual and spatial-motorical ones.  
There are many approaches to the study of metaphors and there are various 
researches on gesture studies. However, the real correlation between gesture studies 
and metaphor theories only began to receive attention at the end of the 20th century 
with the booming of Lakoff and Johnson’s work on metaphors. Among the various 
researches on metaphoricity in gestures, the first to specifically use Lakoff and 
Johnson’s notion of metaphors in the study of gestures are McNeill and Levy (1982) 
and McNeill (1992). McNeill attributes metaphoric factors to his classification of 
gestures. He divides gestures into iconics, metaphorics, dexis and beats. Among these 
four kinds of gestures, metaphoric gestures are gestures which depict imagery and use 













Chapter One  Introduction 
  2
resemblance to the form or movement of the physical entities only needs to depict one 
thing, metaphoric gestures have to refer to two things simultaneously, i.e. the base 
(what the gesture is depicting) and the referent (what the abstracting meaning is). For 
example, to illustrate the idea of “knowledge explosion”, a speaker first holds his 
hands loosely at the eye level with palms facing each other and fingers slightly curled. 
He then suddenly moves his hands apart in order to broaden the space to show the 
moment of “explosion”. The accompanying speech of this gesture is “If you cram into 
your head too much information in such short time without really comprehend them, 
finally they will explode. And all you’ve got is the mess.”  
The first part of the gesture can be said to belong to the CONDUIT metaphor 
(Reddy, 1979) or CONTAINER metaphor--a metaphor modal whose common practice is 
to treat abstract ideas such as knowledge and theories as concrete objects. Here, “too 
much knowledge” is held by the speaker’s two hands as if it were a concrete box. 
Then the knowledge in the “box” explodes via the representation of the movement of 
hands. Spoken language and the gesture worked together to map the image of 
“concrete box” from the source domain onto the target domain “abstract knowledge”. 
Hence making the metaphor more salient. 
The combination of metaphors and gestures has helped resolve the criticism to 
circularity problem that has long been bothering followers of Lakoff and Johnson’s 
theory. The concern for many metaphor researchers in the past was that they could not 
find convincing evidence to support the existence of conceptual metaphors. As was 
pointed out by Cienki (1998a: 190): “Verbal metaphoric expressions are evidence of 
conceptual metaphors, and then saying that we know that because we see conceptual 
metaphors expressed in language”. With the booming of gesture studies, the gestural 
data collected constitutes an independent source for the existence of the psychological 
reality of conceptual metaphors (Cienki, 2008). Moreover, as gesture intervenes 
spontaneously on a lower level of consciousness than speech, it should enable 
researchers to reach further back into the genesis of the metaphoric process (Calbris, 
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